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The problem of ethnic identity in the modern world: how the 
“national spirit” manifests itself in folk art 


Abstract: 

The article is devoted to the problem of preserving Russian ethnic identity. In the era of 
globalization, the identity of many countties is experiencing a crisis. A manifestation of national 
identity is the traditional folk art of an ethnic group. It is in him that what is called the spirit of the 
people is manifested. In modern conditions in Russia, it is not only necessary to preserve the 
Russian culture, but also to raise it to a new height. To achieve this, it is necessary to change the 
curricula of schools and universities, which can help the experience of teaching a course on 
historical ethnology of Russia to the students of the Higher School of Folk Arts. The author 
concludes that Historical Ethnology of Russia in combination with the disciplines of History and 
Philosophy allows preparing a highly qualified art critic, who is ready and able to solve the tasks 
that his professional activity sets him. 
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IIpoOaema sTHHUeCKONM HACHTHUHOCTH B COBPeCMCHHOM MUipe: KaK 
B HapOAHOM HCKYCCTBE IIpOABAAeTCA “HALMOHAABHBIN AYX» 


Annomayua: 

Crarba wWocBAIIeHa WpOOAemMe cOxpaHeHHA pycCKOM ITHWYeECKOM uAeHTM4HOCTU. B sT0xy 
rAOOAAH3alHM MACHTH4YHOCTS MHOLHX CTpaH WepexuBaet Kpusuc. I TposBAeHueM HaltMOHaABHOH 
MACHTHUHOCTH ABAACTCA OlWMparomleecA Ha TpaAMIWM HapOAHOe MCKycCTBO 9THOCAa. MMeHHO B 
HEM IIPOABAAETCA TO, UTO Ha3bIBAeTCA AYXOM HapoAa. B coppemMeHHBIxX ycAoBuAX B Poccuu He 
TOABKO HEOOXOAMMO COXpaHHTb PYCCKyIO KyAbTYpy, HO HM MOAHATb Ha HOByro BBICOTy. Uro Opt 
9TOTO AOOHTHCA, HEOOXOAHMMBI W3MeCHEHHA y4COHBIX UPOrpaMM LIKOA HM By30B, B UEM MO2KET 
TIOMOUb OBIT WpenoAaBaHuA KypCa, TOCBAI[eHHOrO UcTOpHuecKoH sTHOAOTHH Poccun, 
cryAeHtam BIIIHM. Asrop upuxoaur K BBIBOAY, 4TO UcTOpHuecKan sTHOAOruA Poccuu B 
coueTaHwuw C AMCHMNAWHAaMM ucTopuHw uw dudococdbuu NO3BOAAeT WOATOTOBHT 
BbICOKOKBAAHCPHUMPOBaHHOLO HCKYCCTBOBEAA, TOTOBOrO MH CIIOCOOHOTO pellath 3aAadH, KOTOPpIe 


CTaBUT T1IepeA HUM cro mpodbeccnoHaAbyas ACATCABHOCTS. 


Kyroveeote c106a: 
MACHTHUHOCTD, TAOOAAM3aLIHA, ITHOC, HAPOAHOE HCKYCCTBO. 


Introduction 

The era of globalization has created a crisis of ethnic identity, which, 
paradoxically, is combined with the development of many new identities. The 
importance of preserving ethnic identity is constantly emphasized by many political 
and public figures. So, in the speech of the President of Russia V.V. Putin at the 
Valdai International Discussion Forum on September 19, 2013, pointed out the objective 
need to “search for a new strategy and preserve their identity in a radically changing 
world, in a world that has become mote open, transparent, and interdependent’, in 
which “in one or another form almost all countries, all peoples collide: Russian, 
European peoples, Chinese, Americans, and society from almost all countries of the 


world” (The meeting of the international discussion club Valdai, 2013). 


1. 
The term “identity”, which derived from two similar Latin concepts idem, Le., 
“the same’, and identifico, i.e., “identify”, appeared in ancient logic (Culture as a 
factor of modernization of Russia: Collective monograph, 2015). So, initially 
designated relationship, the members of which are absolutely identical to each other 
(Lebedev, 2018). In philosophy, “identity” was considered as a category, used as a 


synonym for the words “completely similar’, “identical’, “identical’’. Paradoxically, 


the concept of “identity” became especially widely used after the publication in 1968 


of the book Identity: Youth and Crisis written by the German psychologist E. Erikson. 
In this classic work, the author described a state that he called “an identity crisis’. 
Thus, scientists first discussed the identity crisis, and only then gave clear 
formulations of the concept (Semenenko, 2017). in the social sciences, the concept 
of ‘identity’ came from the works of the French historical school “annals”, which 
studies the mentality of historical epochs. Currently, without the use of the concept 
of “identity”, it is impossible to imagine any scientific work on psychology, pedagogy, 
history, ethnology, etc. In this regard, today there is a wide range of scientific 
definitions of identity. 

In the human psyche, identity is the property of most fully expressing how an 
individual imagines his belonging to social groups and communities — social, national, 
professional, linguistic, political, religious, racial and others (Ahmedkhanova, 2015). 
Simply put, identity is what the individual relates to and considers himself to be. 
Identity is one of the most important essential characteristics of a society, which 
reflects and expresses the peculiarities of world perception and the nature of 
cognition of the existence of an individual and the groups, to which he belongs. 

The identity can exist in two scales of perception. The very first level of identity 
is the individual (“I am identity’). In other words, “I am identity” is our idea of 
ourselves as an individual. at the same time, “I am identity” is also how we realize 
the continuity of our being in the world. The second, higher social level, is manifested 
in the perception of how other individuals recognize me, that is, my real existence 
and my personal social status in this society. According to the famous American 
social thinker C. Huntington, identity can be defined as the self-consciousness of an 
individual, and at the same time also of the groups to which an individual belongs. 
moreover, individuals acquire identity and change it only as part of a group 
(Huntington, 2004). 

There can be an unlimited number of self-identifications that any individual can 
choose. It should single out only the most important groups of individual identities. 
It is necessary first to point out the so-called ascriptive-literally “prescribed”, 1.e., 
those, over which individuals have no power, predetermined independently of the 
individual (Lebedev, 2018). Ascriptive identities include age, gender, physical 
characteristics of the body, blood relationship, race and ethnicity. 

Many other identities — ethnic, social, etc. — can be attributed to the identities 
acquired by the individual. In particular, it is possible to note such ethnic identities 
as a clan, tribal, ethnic, linguistic, religious, territorial. Social identities — the social 
status of an individual, the awareness of belonging to a certain part of society — play 


an ever-increasing role in the life of society in modern conditions. Then the 


individual and the group are aware of such identities as a class and civilizational 
affiliation. Territorial identities — hometown, region, country — can be also 
distinguished. 

Political identities play a huge role in the life of society. These include shared 
ideology, electoral behaviour (voting for specific parties and organizations), 
membership in a political party, participation in public activities, loyalty or opposition 
to the existing government, etc. 

Finally, in the self-consciousness of both the individual and society as a whole, 
special economic identities are always present and often dominate among other 
identities — education, profession, position, labour collective, income level, economic 
needs, the relationship of oneself with a certain class and social group; etc. (Lebedev, 
2018). 

Thus, the identity of a person is largely determined by the individual himself 
(with excep for only the ascriptive). However, what determines all other identities? 
Identity defines society, but identity is based on the dominant culture of a given 
society in a given historical period of time (Lebedev, 2018). 

Fach country and each nation are based and exist on its own specific national 
identity, based on traditional religion, native language, common historical memory 
and historical traditions. Finally, national identity is largely determined by folk art. 
So, national culture, understood in the broad sense of the word, is the basis of 
national identity (Lebedev, 2018). Under the term “national” in this article will be 
considered as a synonym for “ethnic’’. 

An ethnos is understood as an inter-generational blood-related community of 
people who have common stable features of language, culture, psyche, self- 
consciousness and territory that have historically developed in a certain territory 
(Leontiev, 1998), i.e., an understanding of their difference from other communities 
and their own unity. So, an ethnos is a phenomenon that is simultaneously biological, 
social, geographical, cultural and spiritual, based on a common culture and having a 
unique identity. 

What is meant by national identity? It should be noted that the main factors of 


the development of ethnicity are: 


e territorial collectivity (the cohabitation of the majority ethnic group in a certain 


area, ot the presence of certain “historical homeland”); 
e the belief in a common ethnic origin ethnic group from a common ancestor; 


e §=cultural unity (community of language, religion, universally accepted 


interpretation of national history, the accepted social norms of behaviour); 


e the unity of the total business (economic) activities; 
e awateness of shared historical fate; 


e = acommon opposition to the “other”. 

All these factors basically create the nation and national consciousness. Here is 
how the classic of sociology, a prominent American scientist of Russian origin P.A. 
Sorokin figuratively wrote, “Paraphrasing the words of Archimedes, it can be said 
that give me these factors, and I will create a variety of nations for you, starting from 
the disenfranchised Sudras, 1.e., representatives of the lower castes of India and 
ending with full-fledged Brahmins.” (Sorokin, 2006). 

Of course, in our time in a number of countries, there are acute ideological 
crises caused by the problem of identity, e.g., in Austria, the inhabitants of which 
cannot decide whether they are Germans or any particular nation, the debate about 
Austrian identity has been going on for decades. After Austria acceded to the 
European Union, the state began to spread a “pan-European” identity. It is no 
accident that the famous Austrian writer Robert Menasse called his essay on modern 
Austria as A Country Without Properties, paraphrasing the title of the novel A Man 
Without Properties, written by the Austrian writer Robert Musil in the late 1930s. In 
the end, R. Menasse came to the conclusion that Austria is devoid of any purely 
Austrian identity. According to him, “public opinion polls confirm that, apart from 
abstract information about one’s own nationality, no one can really explain what the 
homeland is for Austrians.”’ (Menasse, 1999) 

There is even more difficult problem of the national identity in a country like 
Canada, i.e., English Canada, populated by immigrants of various but mostly non- 
British origin, since Quebec, French Canada. On the contrary, they have their own 
French-Canadian identity. Due to history and geography, it is difficult to speak of 
any Anglo-Canadian identity at all. It is no coincidence that there is an aphorism that 
Canada has a lot of geography, but little history and no culture at all. 

Canada has always been a country of immigrants, and among the people who 
moved to this sparsely populated Great Britain’s dominion, people of non-Britain 
origin predominated. Since the 1960s, the majority of immigrants in Canada have 
been non-Europeans, mostly of non-Christian faith, who grew up in traditional tribal 
and clan societies. At the same time, in Canada, unlike the United States, there was 
almost no “melting pot”, and the ethnic, racial and religious groups of the country 
did not merge into a single whole. It is significant that even in the 1991 census, only 


2.8% of the country’s residents called themselves simply ‘Canadians’. The rest clearly 


identified themselves as Canadians of British, French, German, Ukrainian and other 
origins. 26.9% of Canadians are classified as “other’’ by statistics. 

However, in Canada, where the concept of ‘multiculturalism’ was born in the 
1970s, in our time, the multiplicity of different identities has led to the disappearance 
of identities as such. In October 2015, current Prime Minister of Canada (since 2015) 
Justin Trudeau told The New York Times Magazine (NYT) “Thete is no core identity 
in Canada, there is no mainstream. There are common values such as openness, 
respect, compassion, the desire to work hard, support each other, and seek equality 
and justice. These qualities make us the first post-national state.” (Justin Trudeau, 
2015) Thus, Canada can consider itself a country, in which there is not and cannot 
be a state-forming nation. Accordingly, there is no decisive core of the national 
culture. 

However, still, Canada is an exception to the rule. Basically, the world is 
dominated by the ideas of national development. They can mean both self-criticisms 
on the verge of self-flagellation and a sense of national superiority. However, in 


general, it is a sense of national identity that determines the behaviour of an ethnic 


group. 


3. 

What are the characteristic features of Russian identity that fundamentally 
distinguish it from the ethnic identities of many ethnic groups? The peculiarities of 
Russian identity are because Russia is not just a country, but an independent unique 
civilization. Russian Slavophiles wrote about this in the 19th century, and their main 
provisions on the multiplicity of civilizations in the last century were picked up by 
such Western thinkers as A. Toynbee, O. Spengler, S. Huntington, etc. These authors 
agreed that Russian identity is a civilizational identity just as Western European 
peoples are characterized by a sense of belonging to a single Western European 
civilization. 

A manifestation of national identity is the traditional folk art of an ethnic group. 
It is in him that what ts called the “spirit of the people” manifests itself. Russian folk 
art is one of the most significant manifestations of the “Russian spirit”. Russian 
iconography, wood and bone carvings, the works of Russian jewelers, lacquer 
miniatures and embroidery, lace and paintings on fabric and wood can be seen as a 
manifestation of the primordial Russianness. The beauty of Russian folk art is not 
abstract — it is a manifestation of the norm of life of a particular people. 

According to the academician, the president of the Higher School of Folk Arts 


V.F. Maksimovich, “traditional arts and crafts is one of the most important elements 


of the cultural ‘gene pool’ of Russia, as it assumes the function of protecting national 
identity in the context of globalization, the wide spread of products of mass culture 
that generates and accumulates a cultural memory of generations. Authentic works 
of folk art have always played an important role in the education of patriotic feelings 
of a person, contributed to the preservation of national identity and the identity of 
national cultural life” (Maksimovich, 2018). 

Among the features of Russian ethnic identity, it can also be noted that Russia, 
unlike Western European states, was originally formed as a multi-ethnic state and, as 
researchers note, “Russia’s multiculturalism is its generic quality” (Culture as a factor 
of modernization of Russia, 2015). Because of this, Russian culture is at the same 
time all-Russian, “its own’’, native to all the peoples of historical Russia. 

Therefore, ethnic identity is incomplete without folk art. The existence of folk 
art is evidence of the health of the people. Under these conditions, the growing 
interest in traditional art forms is quite understandable. It should be noteed that, 
according to the academician, the president of the Higher School of Folk Arts V.P. 
Maksimovich, “traditional arts and crafts is a myriad of spiritual, moral, aesthetic, 
technological and material wealth, which is so full of open soul and nature of man, 
his view of the world, ideas and dreams, history, relations with other Nations.” 
(Maksimovich, 2013). 

According to V.F. Maksimovich and S.V. Lebedev, the most important obstacle 
to the further development of folk art is that it is not done by professionals. For the 
development of folk art, including its new forms, so that national art is not limited 
only to the restoration of old techniques and products, it is necessary to give higher 
education to artists, which is the mission of the Higher School of Folk Arts as a state 
university. 

For thousands of years, traditional applied art has been based on the practical 
experience of masters, based on the examples of their ancestors. However, in our 
time, this is not enough. A modern artist should also be an all-round personality. 
Then his knowledge, experience and work will give excellent shoots (Lebedev & 
Maksimovich, 2015). 


4. 
Russian traditional applied art remains an integrating factor of Russian identity 
in the new century. The crisis of identity in the era of globalization only increases the 
importance of traditional art. In Russia of the 21st century, it is necessary to raise the 


value and prestige of folk culture. Of course, this will require changes in school and 


university programmes, in which it is necessary to strengthen the national and 
cultural component. 

Two centuries ago, the great German philosopher J.G. Fichte drew attention to 
the need to educate national feelings. He noted that “... The means of salvation... 
consists in the formation of a completely new self, which existed before, perhaps, 
only as an exception in individuals, but never as a universal and national self, and in 
the education of a nation whose past life has faded and has become an appendix to 
another's life, which will either belong exclusively to it, or, if it should extend from it 
to others, will remain intact and; in a word: what I propose as a means of preserving 
the existence of the German nation is a complete change in education.” (Fichte, 
2009) 

The creation of the Higher School of Folk Arts — the world’s first higher 
educational institution that trains cadres of artists of traditional art, was evidence that 
in the modern history of Russia, the state began to support folk art. Thus, the staff 
of the Higher School of Folk Arts contributes not only to the direct training of future 
artists of traditional applied art, but also to the strengthening of Russian ethnic 
identity. 

The Department of Philosophy of the Higher School of Folk Arts has developed 
an educational and methodological complex of the discipline Hzstorical Ethnology of 
Russia. The purpose of this discipline is to describe the complex of factors that have 
a decisive impact on the cultural, social and even political life of the country. This 
course will help students of the Academy, future artists of traditional applied art, to 
understand the peculiarities of the ethnic and political development of Russia, which 
have had a direct impact on the nature of Russian folk art. 

Historical Ethnology of Russia has been taught at the Higher School of Folk Arts since 
2007 following the educational standard for the specialty 50.03.04 Theory and History 
of Arts in the 2nd year (the 3rd semester). The total labour intensity of the discipline 
is 2 credits, 72 academic hours. This discipline is studied by art historians only. The 
course is not taught to bachelors and painters, although they also need to study the 
peculiarities of the ethnic and cultural development of the Russian people and other 
nationalities of the country. the author has developed a textbook Hostorical Ethnology 
of Russia. Textbook for Students of Educational Institutions Studying in the Direction of Training 
“Decorative and Apphed Arts and Crafts”. As it can be seen, the opportunities to teach 


this course to bachelors and painters are already ready. 


Conclusion 


Historical Ethnology of Russia in combination with the disciplines of History and 


Philosophy allows preparing a highly qualified art critic, who is ready and able to 


solve the tasks that his professional activity sets him. 


Those, who have attended the discipline Hastorical Ethnology of Russia, as shown 


by the results of control measures (tests, tests, essays), possess the basic facts of the 


ethnic history of Russia, are freely guided in the variety of modern ethnological 


concepts and are able to apply their knowledge to the analysis of modern social 


development. Thus, the experience of teaching historical ethnology can be 


considered positive. 
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